LETTERS

SMOKING AND TOBACCO USE WITHIN THE DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS
Offen et al. provide an insightful review of the complexity of enacting tobacco control policy at the federal level, as seen in their case study of the efforts by the US Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) to adopt a smoking ban in VA medical facilities in the early 1990s. 1 As the authors indicated, tobacco use among the US military has traditionally been higher than among the civilian population. 1 In recent years, however, the VA has made great strides in reducing the rate of smoking among veterans served. In referring to military and veteran facilities, it is important to note that the Department of Defense (DoD) and the VA are distinct federal executive branch agencies. Their various policies and initiatives are independent of each other, reflecting the differences in their populations and missions. Thus, in describing the VA tobacco control efforts as a pattern of "advance and retreat," the authors incorrectly attribute DoD policies and initiatives to the VA. 1, 6 The article they cited Letters to the editor referring to a recent Journal article are encouraged up to 3 months after the article's appearance. By submitting a letter to the editor, the author gives permission for its publication in the Journal. Letters should not duplicate material being published or submitted elsewhere. The editors reserve the right to edit and abridge letters and to publish responses.
Text is limited to 400 words and 10 references. Submit online at www. editorialmanager.com/ajph for immediate Web posting, or at ajph.edmgr.com for later print publication. Online responses are automatically considered for print publication. Queries should be addressed to the Editor-in-Chief, Mary E. Northridge, PhD, MPH, at men6@nyu.edu. a specified distance from buildings. VHA Circular 10-90-141 (November 23, 1990) prohibits employees from using indoor smoking areas intended for patients, so they must smoke outside. 1(pp. 276---277) We are delighted to hear that the US Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) has made further strides in addressing tobacco use among VA-enrolled veterans, and in no way intended our work to imply that these efforts are not being made. Rather, our concerns focused on the way outside influences from the tobacco industry and its allies resulted in VA initiatives being thwarted by Congressional action. The phrase "advance and retreat" referenced an article about the Department of Defense and active service branches, but this case study certainly resulted in a retreat for those VA leaders who sought to institute reasonable smoke-free policies. We thus used the phrase in a broadly illustrative way, referencing the similar pattern we found with our active duty military study. We did not intend to suggest that the VA and Department of Defense are the same entity. j
